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Abstract 
In this paper we present in the first section the historical antecedents of the Turkish and Dutch educational system regarding 
religion(s) in education. In the second section we will outline the different approaches in religious education in both countries. In 
the third section the focus is on the relationship between state and church. In the fourth section the issue is how in both countries 
curricula and textbooks for religious education are constructed, checked and approved. Finally, we will summarize the most 
remarkable points of comparison between the Dutch and the Turkish case regarding religion(s) in education. 
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1. Introduction 
    Officially Turkey has been a secular state since 1937. In this predominantly Muslim country with few members of 
other faiths, institutional education in general and religious education in particular is highly centralized. This 
approach started with the Tevhid-I Tedrisat (Unity of Education Law), first drafted in 1924 and preserved in 
subsequent legal reforms and constitutional changes. Based on this law, all educational institutions, including 
military and medical schools, were brought under the control of the Ministry of Education. Additionally all 
medreses (traditional religious schools), were abolished and a divinity school was established to educate scholars in 
religious subjects. In addition, a certain number of secondary schools were opened to train personnel for religious 
services in society, which were called Imam-Hatip Lisesi. The place of religious education has been frequently 
discussed taking into account the relationship between state and religion. Until recently, the agenda of discussions 
about religious education focused on the implementation of subject as such in state schools. However, the quality 
and content of  religious education received less attention. Following the recognition of the importance of the 
scientific knowledge for education and the acceptance of religious education as an academic discipline, the 
introduction of a compulsory Din Kültürü ve Ahlak Bilgisi [Religious Culture and Knowledge of Ethics] curriculum
has triggered academics to discuss in the media the quality and content of religious education in Turkish schools in 
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respect to the context of the democratic secular state. The efforts towards membership of the European Community 
have accelerated this process.  
    The Netherlands is, just like Turkey, also a secular and democratic country. The Dutch educational system is still 
characterized by its decentralized nature, the so-called pillarized educational system based on religious dividing 
lines. State schools under the responsibility of local governments or parents representatives account for only 31% of 
the total amount of schools. The majority consists of private i.e. denominational  schools – including among others 
Protestant, Evangelical, Reformed, Roman-Catholic, Islamic, Hindu, and Jewish schools – which provide education 
from a specific religious or worldview background (61%), and of schools based on a particular pedagogical 
conception originating from Montessori, Freinet, Steiner, Parkhurst or Petersen (8%).  Here parents are the direct or 
indirect stakeholders of the schools. State and denominational  schools are equally financed by the government 
when meeting standardized requirements, and are under the control of the Ministry of Education and its 
Inspectorate.  
    Religion(s) in education raised specific attention in the Netherlands with the arrival of Islamic so-called ‘guest 
workers’ and their families in the Netherlands in the sixties and seventies of the last century. Especially, when it 
turned out that the workers and their families were not returning to their homelands. It had an impact on both state 
and denominational schools. Since 2006 the topic of religion in education is on the agenda in relation to the newly 
introduced obligatory subject of  Citizenship Education that is aiming at: the recognition of different worldviews, 
stimulating tolerance and openness for encounters with persons with different views, and learning to live religiously 
together in school and society. 
    In this paper we present in the first section the historical antecedents of the Turkish and Dutch educational system 
regarding religion(s) in education. In the second section we will outline the different approaches in religious 
education  in  both  countries.  In  the  third  section  the  focus  is  on  the  relationship  between state  and church.  In  the  
fourth section the issue is how in both countries curricula and textbooks for religious education are constructed, 
checked and approved. Finally, we will summarize the most remarkable points of comparison between the Dutch 
and the Turkish case regarding religion(s) in education. 
2. Historical Background and Positioning of Religious Education 
    As a successor of the Ottoman Empire the nation state of the Turkish Republic came into existence in 1923. The 
Turkish revolution was more than a political event, because it was a social, cultural and economic revolution too. 
With respect to religious education, many fluctuations in religious education in schools can be observed in modern 
Turkey.  For  a  quarter  of  a  century  during  the  early  republican  era,  the  Turkish  educational  system  worked  on  a  
strictly secular basis. All levels of religious education were almost officially banned for about two decades. After the 
Second World War, the socio-economic relations with Western democracies improved and the initiation of a multi-
party system influenced the educational structure. In this context, religious education in schools emerged as an 
important issue. After a long debate on the political level, religious education in state schools was introduced not 
only in primary school (in 1949), but also in lower secondary schools (in 1956), as well as in upper secondary 
schools (in 1967). However, on a voluntary basis. Optional religious education in schools continued up to 1982. 
Compulsory ethical  education was introduced in secondary schools in 1974. 
    After the 1980 military take-over, religious education became a compulsory part of the school curriculum, and it 
was included in the 1982 Turkish Constitution in article 24. In public schools a religion-based course named 
“Religious culture and ethics” should be provided. This course is obligatory, as mentioned in the constitution. The 
24th clause of the Constitution states that “Education and instruction about religion and ethics is provided under the 
supervision of public agencies. The related course is one of the mandatory courses delivered at the basic education 
level and secondary education level. The other related educational and instructional activities are provided only 
upon request of people, and for young people, of legal guardians” (Akyuz, 1989). 
    In the 19th century with the start of the Netherlands as a nation-state, there was at the state level no institutional 
relation in education with the church. However, religious education was provided in all state schools and based on a 
particular Protestant theology. In the early 19th century, as a spin-off of the French occupation, the Netherlands had 
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more or less the same system as France had until 1882. The curriculum was oriented towards all religious and 
societal virtues with an strong emphasis on moral education. With the Dutch Constitution of 1848, the still existing, 
dual education system was introduced with a distinction between religiously neutral state schools and 
denominational i.e. religiously based private schools. These schools have since 1917 been equally funded by  the 
state. Until 1985, the state did not take any explicit responsibility for religion in education. After 1985, objective 
religious education lessons characterized as “Religious and Ideological Movements” have become obligatory for all 
state and denominational elementary schools and for the pupils in the age group of 10-12, during the last two years 
of the elementary school. Denominational schools can still provide next to this their particular subjectively oriented 
religious education for the pupils from 4-12 years old. This right is based on the freedom of education formulated in 
article 23 of the Constitution. 
3. Approaches in Religious Education 
    In Turkey the current course on ‘Religious culture and ethics’ is not exclusively dealing with the Islam. It 
provides instead general religious knowledge without any preferential orientation to a specific religion (non-
confessional approach). Bilgin argues that the reason for this mandatory course with the title of ‘Religious culture 
and ethics’ beginning from 1982 is an indication of being neutral to all religious branches and thus, also providing 
general information about Islamic religious culture and ethics in the course  Turkey, as a result of the experience of 
religious education and instruction, adopted this mandatory course ((Bilgin, 1990). This course should not lead to 
separation, but on the contrary to social unity and integrity in terms of being supportive of and to deal properly with 
the different worldviews as being part of the community and the nation. So, there is a need for integrated models of 
religious education, and Turkey has attempted to meet this need by introducing the above mentioned mandatory 
course.
    As we have shown in the former section, non-confessional approaches in religious education are also part of the 
elementary school curriculum in the Netherlands since 1985. The course ‘Religious and Ideological Movements’ is a 
regular school subject. Its aims are: acquainting pupils in an objective i.e. knowledge-based way with the main 
world religions or worldviews in the Dutch multicultural and multi-religious society, discussing religious 
propositions, and helping pupils to gain insight into the various worldviews convictions with their particular values 
and norms values. Next to obliged religious or worldview education in this form for both state and denominational 
schools, parents of state schools may also want to have Christian religious education, Islamic religious education, or 
humanistic worldview formation for their children on a facultative basis provided by so-called sending organizations 
in the school but not under the responsibility of the school teachers.  Denominational schools are free to provide the 
religious education they want for their pupils being confessional or in an open form so teaching about combined 
with teaching from religion(s) or worldview(s) (Ter Avest et al, 2007). In Turkey, however, parents do not have any 
chance to give confessional RE in state schools and in open private schools. This is really a striking difference 
between Turkey and the Netherland.  
4. Relationship between State and Church 
    The Turkish conception of the French laïcité approaches secularism from a different angle. While laïcité in 
Turkey seeks to keep political spheres separated from the influence of religious spheres, religious spheres are not 
permitted to be separated from the influence of political spheres. It means that the government controls and actively 
moderates the operation of religious activities in Turkey. Even though one is permitted to freely practice the faith of 
one’s owns choice, every institutionalized religious community in which one is participating is under to the control 
of governmental regulations (Kaymakcan, 2009). The governmental control of religious activities is clearly 
manifest, amongst other things, in the fact that the government builds and funds mosques, employs Muslim prayer 
leaders, and controls religious education. This approach of strict government regulation over religion is viewed as 
necessary, because it is the contention of secularists in Turkey that control of religion is the only way to guarantee 
that Islam will not overpower the secularism of the state and its institutions. On the other hand, Islamic brotherhoods 
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(tarikats) have always occupied an important place in the social, economic and political life of the Turkey, from the 
old Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic of today. Throughout the history of Turkey, the convents, monasteries 
(tekke), and lodges (zaviye) of the brotherhoods and sects were centers of culture and education. By the end of the 
eighteenth century, however, social corruption had destroyed the progressive role of the brotherhoods, and they 
became hotbeds of conspiracy. 
    After the Kemalist Revolution and the founding of the Republic in 1923, the state sequestered the funds of the 
brotherhoods and suppressed their institutions. The state felt justified in its actions, because most of the 
brotherhoods supported the Ottoman dynasty during the War of Independence and they remained potential centers 
of unrest. However, even though suppressed, the brotherhoods continued to exist and to influence social and 
political life. The most important Muslim brotherhoods today include the Naksibendilik, Kadirlik, Rifailik, Nurculuk, 
Suleymancilik, Isikcilik, Mevlevilik, Bektashsilik and Alevilik. These religious groups do not have any relationship 
with school and religious education in schools (?ktem, 2002). 
    In the Netherlands, the role of the churches in the relationship of religion and education and in RE has been 
different. Until the sixties of the 20th century a lot of denominational schools had an institutional relation with a 
church or particular churches. However, after the sixties when most denominational schools became open schools 
there was no longer any institutional binding between the two. Only the Roman Catholic church has still a say in a 
small number of Catholic schools (Ter Avest et al., 2007, p. 210). However, without institutional binding, churches 
can still be partners of a school. In contrast to the absence of institutionalized religion in private schools, it is 
remarkable that churches and religious or worldview organizations may play an active facilitating role in RE classes 
on a facultative basis in state schools. These  RE teachers  are trained and paid by the sending religious or 
worldview organizations, including churches and mosques. 
5. Curricula and textbooks for Religious Education 
    In  Turkey  the  state  controls  and  checks  the  RE  curriculum  and  textbooks.  There  is  a  main  service  unit  of  the  
Ministry of Education named General Directorate of Religious Education [Din Ö?retimi Genel Müdürlü?ü] (see 
Tosun, 2003) that prepares the curriculum of RE for primary and secondary schools in Turkey. On the other hand 
there are two ways to prepare the textbooks of RE: a) the  General Directorate of Religious Education charges a 
board/team to prepare RE textbooks, or b) publishers that want to arrange textbooks prepare the books and send 
them to the General Directorate of Religious Education for checking and approval. When a positive judgment is 
given the books are usable for primary and secondary schools. 
    In the Dutch civil society there is optimal freedom for preparing RE curricula and textbooks for schools. The only 
restriction is that they should express respect and tolerance for all religions and worldviews that position themselves 
within the framework of the liberal-democratic society. If this material reinforces hatred it will be forbidden by the 
Inspectorate of the Ministry of Education. Especially after ‘9/11’ the Inspectorate is really attentive on these 
negative aspects in RE curricula and textbooks used in schools.
6. Conclusion 
    Comparing the Turkish and Dutch case concerning religion in education we can point to the following remarkable 
differences: 1) seeing the limitations in Turkey, the freedom of choice of the parents in the Netherlands is 
remarkable in respect to both state schools as well as denominational schools respectively in the form of teaching 
about worldviews and facultative religious education or in the form of a religiously based school with objective and 
subjective forms of religious education; 2) the pivotal and central role in Turkey of the government is striking in 
producing, checking and approving RE curricula and textbooks in advance, compared to the very marginal and only 
afterwards checking of this material in the Netherlands.  
    It would be really interesting to know how children and young people in both countries experience their ability to 
deal with their multicultural and multi-religious societies, and whether certain changes in these systems (and which 
one?) would  optimize these abilities. This is really an interesting issue for further research. 
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